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	 Videos	 showcasing	 purported	 incidents	 of	 police	 brutality	 can	 be	 useful	 because	they	seem	to	provide	 irrefutable	evidence.	However,	 there	are	many	problems	that	come	with	footage.	The	videos	are	typically	ambiguous,	confusing	or	unclear.	The	point	of	view	is	often	 limited	to	 the	scope	of	 the	camera,	 the	camera	usually	unsteady,	 the	 images	can	be	fuzzy	and	the	audio	 is	sometimes	nonexistent.	Everything	that	 is	captured	by	the	camera	depends	on	the	discretion	of	the	person	holding	it.	Furthermore,	the	context	of	the	video	is	often	 unknown	 and	 completely	 contingent	 upon	 the	 interpretation	 the	 people	 present	during	the	incident.	This	is	further	complicated	by	the	vested	interest	all	sides	have	in	their	actions	being	seen	as	appropriate	and	justified.			 Analyzing	 these	 videos	 is	 difficult	 given	 the	 many	 opportunities	 for	misinterpretation,	 but	 even	when	 they	are	 seemingly	 explicit,	 they	 tend	 to	 spark	 intense	reactions	and	heated	debates	about	the	actual	content,	the	perceived	causes	and	the	larger	implications	 highlighted	 by	 the	 videos.	 In	 an	 attempt	 to	 better	 understand	 these	conversations,	 I	 will	 conduct	 a	 content	 analysis	 of	 the	 comments	 left	 on	 the	 videos	 by	viewers	on	various	websites.		



























that	popularity	may	lie	in	the	social	media	users	pushing	these	stories	to	the	forefront	and	demanding	 mainstream	 media	 coverage.	 The	 increased	 interest	 coupled	 with	 the	technological	 capability	 of	 recording	 such	 events	 seemingly	 led	 to	 an	 increase	 in	 the	number	 of	 available	 number	 of	 videos	 featuring	 police	 brutality	widely	 accessible	 to	 the	public.	 On	 Youtube.com	 alone,	 there	 are	 over	 500,000	 results	 for	 a	 search	 of	 the	 terms	“police	brutality”.		Most	of	these	videos	have	never	been	featured	on	news	sites;	however,	many	 instances	 of	 police	 brutality	 that	 have	not	made	 it	 the	 level	 of	 national	 news	have	been	featured	on	local	news	broadcasts.	




law	enforcement.	However,	these	searches	and	seizures	were	less	likely	to	result	in	arrests	or	 recovered	 contraband	 than	 stops	 that	 involved	white	motorists	 (Driving	While	Black:	Racial	 Profiling	 On	 Our	 Nation's	 Highways,	 1999;	 The	 Persistence	 Of	 Racial	 And	 Ethnic	Profiling	In	The	United	States,	2009).		 A	 comprehensive	 study	 of	 racial	 profiling	 complaints	 across	 the	 nation	 by	 the	American	Civil	Liberties	Union	found	the	following;		
• Empirical	 evidence	 confirms	 the	 existence	 of	 racial	 profiling	 on	America's	 roadways.	 At	 the	 national	 level,	 the	 U.S.	 Department	 of	Labor's	Bureau	of	Justice	Statistics	reports	that	for	the	year	2005,	the	most	recent	data	available	(Durose	&	Langton,	2013).	
• Police	 actions	 taken	 during	 a	 traffic	 stop	 were	 not	 uniform	 across	racial	and	ethnic	categories	(ACLU,	2009).	
• Black	drivers	(4.5%)	were	twice	as	 likely	as	White	drivers	(2.1%)	to	be	arrested	during	a	 traffic	 stop,	while	Hispanic	drivers	 (65%)	were	more	likely	than	White	(56.2%)	or	Black	(55.8%)	drivers	to	receive	a	ticket	(ACLU,	2009).	
• In	addition,	Whites	(9.7%)	were	more	likely	than	Hispanics	(5.9%)	to	receive	 a	 written	 warning,	 while	 Whites	 (18.6%)	 were	 more	 likely	than	Blacks	(13.7%)	to	be	verbally	warned	by	police	(ACLU,	2009).	
• When	 it	 came	 to	 searching	 minority	 motorists	 after	 a	 traffic	 stop,	Black	 (9.5%)	and	Hispanic	 (8.8%)	motorists	 stopped	by	police	were	searched	at	higher	rates	than	Whites	(3.6%)	(ACLU,	1999).	




Americans	 that	 date	 back	 to	 the	 pre-Civil	War	 era	 (Hawkins,	 Laub,	 Lauritsen	&	Cothern,	2000).	 Over	 time	 these	 caricatures	 evolved	 from	 African	 Americans	 being	 the	 cause	 of	petty,	senseless	mischief	and	into	African	Americans	being	the	root	of	predator	crimes	such	as	rape	and	murder.			 In	 general	 African	 Americans	 are	 perceived	 by	 whites	 to	 be	 more	 violent,	 more	likely	to	use	drugs	and	less	sensitive	to	pain	(Kennedy,	1997).	Studies	have	also	shown	that	African	 Americans	 are	 often	 viewed	 by	 whites	 as	 more	 aggressive	 and	 more	 likely	 to	commit	crime	in	general	(Drummond,	1990).		 Although	white	people	commit	most	crime	in	the	United	States	and	whites	make	up	the	largest	percentage	of	inmates,	a	survey	of	crime	statistics	shows	that	per	capita,	African	Americans	males	make	up	 larger	portion	of	 the	 criminal	 justice	 systems	population	 than	other	races.	There	is	no	conclusive	evidence	about	what	causes	this	phenomenon	However,	some	studies	suggest	that	racial	profiling	and	institutionalized	racism	that	makes	it	difficult	for	 African	 American	 males	 to	 receive	 fair	 treatment	 from	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	(Hawkins,	 Laub,	 Lauritsen	 &	 Cothern).	 This	 notion	 is	 supported	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 once	African	 Americans	 are	 in	 the	 custody	 of	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system,	 they	 are	 also	more	likely	to	face	harsher	and	longer	sentences	for	the	same	crimes	as	whites	(Welch,	2007).		




instruments	have	been	devised	to	measure	the	way	this	response	influences	racial	profiling	and	 stereotyping	 (Greenwald,	 McGhee	 &	 Schwartz,	 1998;	 Ziegert	 &	 Hanges,	 2005;	Greenwald,	Poehlman,	Uhlmann,	&	Banaji,	2009).		 Traditionally,	a	person’s	racial	attitudes	were	measured	using	self-report,	however	contemporary	 the	 Implicit	 Association	 Test	 measures	 an	 individual’s	 subconscious	response	 to	 members	 of	 historically	 disadvantaged	 groups	 by	 having	 the	 test-taker	complete	 a	 series	 of	 tasks	 that	 measures	 the	 automatic	 associations	 that	 the	 test-taker	makes	of	certain	skin-tones	(Greenwald,	Poehlman,	Uhlmann,	&	Banaji,	2009).		 These	 biases	 are	 activated	 unintentionally	 and	 can	 be	 positive	 or	 negative.	According	 to	 the	 Kirwan	 Institute	 for	 the	 Study	 of	 Race	 &	 Ethnicity	 at	 the	 Ohio	 State	University	(Stratts	&	Patton,	2013)	there	are	several	features	of	implicit	racial	biases	that	must	be	considered	when	evaluating	them;	
• “Implicit	biases	are	pervasive.	 	Everyone	possesses	 them,	even	people	with	avowed	commitments	to	impartiality	such	as	judges.”	
• “Implicit	and	explicit	biases	are	related	but	distinct	mental	constructs.		They	are	not	mutually	exclusive	and	may	even	reinforce	each	other.”	
• “The	implicit	associations	we	hold	do	not	necessarily	align	with	our	declared	beliefs	or	even	reflect	stances	we	would	explicitly	endorse.”	
• “We	generally	tend	to	hold	implicit	biases	that	favor	our	own	ingroup,	though	research	 has	 shown	 that	 we	 can	 still	 hold	 implicit	 biases	 against	 our	ingroup.”	



































only	remove	comments	 that	are	deemed	disruptive	 to	 the	community	at	 large,	 this	 is	 left	open	to	interpretation.	On	the	websites	of	new	organizations,	a	comment	can	be	reported	for	review	or	deletion	if	someone	believes	that	it	violates	the	moderation	policies.		This	can	lead	 to	 unpopular	 opinions	 being	 removed	 because	 they	 are	 upsetting,	 not	 disruptive.		Comments	 may	 also	 be	 removed	 because	 they	 contain	 improperly	 attributed	 quotes	 or	links.			 Reader	 comments	 are	 important	 because	 they	 represent	 the	 other	 side	 of	digitization	of	 the	mainstream	news.	Over	the	 last	20	years,	 the	entire	concept	of	what	 is	news	has	changed	completely.	The	audience	is	no	longer	limited	letters	to	the	editor,	or	op-ed	pieces.	Readers	are	now	able	to	go	directly	to	the	source	of	the	news	and	comment,	not	days	or	weeks	later,	but	immediately.	News	organizations	also	now	have	a	clearer	picture	of	how	 their	 audience	 feels	 and	 they	also	have	 to	option	of	 responding	accordingly.	This	creates	more	work	for	news	organizations,	but	also	new	opportunities.		Reader	comments	represent	a	new	stage	 in	 the	relationship	between	producers	of	media	and	consumers	of	media	and	allow	consumers	to	take	a	more	active	role	in	the	process.		
Theoretical	Frameworks	








may	 judge	 the	 situation	 based	 on	 their	 prior	 feelings	 regarding	 African	 Americans	 or	suspected	 criminals	 as	opposed	 to	assessing	 the	actions	of	 the	 individuals	 in	 the	 specific	situation.	 These	 evaluations	 can	 influence	 the	 kind	 of	 comments	 that	 viewers	 eventually	make	regarding	the	videos.		




in	 spiral	 of	 silence.	 Although	 unpopular	 opinions	 may	 not	 follow	 a	 user	 into	 the	 “real	world”,	 they	 still	 may	 face	 ostracism	 within	 the	 online	 community.	 Thus,	 the	 most	prevalent	 predictors	 of	 opinion	 expression	 were	 issue	 importance	 and	 willingness	 to	communicate	 about	 the	 issue,	 much	 like	 in	 non-mediated	 environments	 (Gearhart,	 &	Zhang,	2014).	
Media	Framing	
 A	 media	 frame	 is	 defined	 as	 “the	 central	 organizing	 idea	 for	 news	 content	 that	supplies	a	 context	and	suggests	what	 the	 issue	 is	 through	 the	use	of	 selection,	emphasis,	exclusion	 and	 elaboration	 (Tankard,	 2001).	 	 Framing	 is	 further	 described	 by	 Entman,	(1993,	 p.52),	 “selection	 and	 salience.	 To	 frame	 is	 to	 select	 some	 aspects	 of	 a	 perceived	reality	and	make	them	more	salient	in	a	communicating	text,	in	such	a	way	as	to	promote	a	particular	 problem	 definition,	 causal	 interpretation,	 moral	 evaluation,	 and/or	 treatment	recommendation	 	 .”	The	 framing	and	presentation	of	events	and	news	 in	 the	mass	media	can	thus	systematically	affect	how	recipients	of	the	news	come	to	understand	these	events.	Framing	is	not	an	option.	Media	outlets	and	reporters	inevitably	frame	a	story	when	they	select	certain	attributes	to	describe	a	person	or	story.		








to	popular	comments	 first,	which	may	also	 influence	how	they	respond	 to	 the	comments	and	even	the	video	itself.	For	example,	NYTimes.com	elects	certain	comments	as	NYT	Picks,	which	are	described	as	“a	selection	of	comments	 that	represent	a	range	of	views	and	are	judged	the	most	interesting	and	thoughtful”	and	these	are	the	default	comments	displayed	to	users.	On	YouTube.com,	 the	 setting	defaults	 to	whatever	 the	user	who	has	posted	 the	video	 chooses;	 	 “top	 comments,”	 which	 are	 the	 comments	 that	 have	 received	 the	 most	“thumbs	 up”	 votes	 or	 “most	 recent,”	 the	 comments	 that	 were	 most	 recently	 posted	(NYTimes.com;	YouTube.com,	2010).	



















RQ6:	 Do	 the	 general	 thematic	 topics	 discussed	 within	 the	 comment	 sections	 of	 videos	













Platforms	Examined		 The	 three	 platforms	 that	were	 examined	 during	 this	 analysis	were	NYTimes.com,	YouTube.com	and	MSNBC.com.	The	platforms	were	selected	because	of	 their	prominence	and	the	amount	of	traffic	they	receive	from	Internet	users.	Comments	from	each	platform	were	randomly	selected	by	arranging	the	comments	by	date	and	then	selecting	every	fifth	comment	for	analysis.	Only	the	original	comments	were	sampled,	no	replies	were	included	in	this	analysis.	
NYTimes.com	Comments		





	 Youtube.Com	 is	 the	 largest	 video-sharing	website	 on	 the	 Internet.	 It	 hosts	 over	 a	billion	 unique	 viewers	 a	 year	 (Rainie,	 2008).	 To	 collect	 comments	 from	 YouTube.com	 a	search	of	the	name	of	the	victim	in	each	video	was	conducted.	A	total	of	5,245	comments	were	available	from	YouTube.com.	Approximately	20%	of	those	comments	were	analyzed	for	a	total	of	926	comments.	There	were	1,929	comments	regarding	Tamir	Rice,	of	which	325	were	analyzed.		There	were	603	comments	regarding	Eric	Garner,	of	which	201	were	analyzed.	There	were	2,713	comments	regarding	Walter	Scott,	of	which	400	were	analyzed.		
MSNBC.com	Comments			 MSNBC.com	 is	 the	 digital	 version	 of	 the	 cable	 television	 news	 station	 MSNBC.	 It	among	 the	 most	 popular	 websites	 visited	 by	 Internet	 users	 looking	 for	 information	 on	current	 events	 (Olmstead,	 Mitchell	 &	 Rosenstiel).	 MSNBC	 bills	 itself	 as	 a	 “progressive	community.”	To	collect	comments	from	MSNBC.com	a	search	was	conducted	with	the	name	of	 each	 victim	 entered	 into	 the	 search	 engine.	 A	 total	 of	 1980	 comments	were	 available	from	MSNBC.com.	Approximately	20%	of	those	comments	were	analyzed	for	a	total	of	396	comments.	There	were	446	comments	 regarding	Tamir	Rice,	of	which	90	were	analyzed.		There	were	859	comments	regarding	Eric	Garner,	of	which	172	were	analyzed.	There	were	675	comments	regarding	Walter	Scott,	of	which	135	were	analyzed.	
Incidents	Examined	





attempted	to	flee	the	scene	because	he	feared	that	he	was	going	to	be	arrested	for	owing	child	support.	When	Slager	briefly	returned	to	his	patrol	car,	Scott	fled	and	a	chase	ensued,	(Knapp,	2015).	When	Slager	caught	Scott	a	physical	altercation	began,	with	Slager	using	his	Taser	 to	 subdue	 Scott.	 Scott	 once	 again	 attempted	 to	 flee	 the	 scene	 and	 as	 he	 ran	 away	Slager	fired	his	service	weapon	8	times,	striking	Scott	5	times.	After	Scott	was	shot,	neither	Slager	nor	his	partner	 attempted	 to	 administer	 first	 aid.	 Scott	died	at	 the	 scene	and	was	later	 found	 to	 have	 cocaine	 and	 alcohol	 in	 his	 system	 (Knapp,	 2015).	 	 Bystander	 Fiedin	Santana	recorded	Scott’s	death.		 After	the	video	and	eyewitness	testimony	showed	that	Slager’s	account	was	false	he	was	arrested	and	charged	with	several	state	and	federal	charges	(Shoichet	&	Cuevas,	2015).	There	were	a	total	of	4,230	comments	across	all	three	platforms	regarding	Walter	Scott.	




radioed	for	an	ambulance	to	assist	a	“20-year-old”	black	male,	but	neither	he	nor	Garmback	attempted	 to	administer	 first	 aid	 to	Rice.	Rice	was	 later	pronounced	dead	at	 a	Cleveland	area	hospital.	Ultimately,	a	grand	jury	declined	to	prosecute	Loehmann	for	his	actions	and	Rice’s	family	was	awarded	$6	million	by	the	city	of	Cleveland.	There	were	a	total	of	2,960	comments	across	all	three	platforms	regarding	Tamir	Rice.	
Eric	Garner		 Eric	Garner	died	July	17,	2014,	after	New	York	City	Police	officers	detained	him	for	illegal	selling	cigarettes	on	a	street	corner.	When	police	officer	Daniel	Pantaleo	attempted	to	put	Garner	 in	handcuffs,	Garner	swatted	his	arm	away	Once	Garner	 lost	consciousness	he	was	 rolled	 onto	 his	 side	 and	 an	 ambulance	was	 called	 (Sullivan,	 2014).	 In	 the	 seven	minutes	 that	 it	 took	 for	 the	 ambulance	 to	 arrive	 neither	 Pantaleo	 nor	 his	 partner	 Justin	Damico	attempted	CPR.	Garner	was	pronounced	dead	at	a	New	York	area	hospital	an	hour	later.	 The	 medical	 examiner	 determined	 that	 Garner	 died	 from	 a	 combination	 of		"compression	 of	 neck	 (choke	 hold),	 compression	 of	 chest	 and	 prone	 positioning	 during	physical	 restraint	 by	 police”	 and	 the	 death	was	 ruled	 a	 homicide	 (Schram	&	 Predergast,	2014).	Bystander	Ramsey	Orta	recorded	Garner’s	death.			 A	Grand	Jury	chose	not	to	indict	Pantaleo	for	his	role	in	Garner’s	death,	however	the	city	of	New	York	did	pay	a	$5.9	million	settlement	to	the	Garner	family	(Eversley	&	James,	2014;	 Conlon,	 2015).	 There	 was	 a	 total	 4,305	 comments	 across	 all	 three	 platforms	regarding	Eric	Garner.	




theory	begins	with	data	and	then	uses	an	iterative	approach	to	refine	the	analysis	of	that	data	until	meaningful	 concepts	emerge	 (Corbin	&	Strauss,	1990;	Glaser	&	Strauss,	1965).	This	 process	 involves	 using	 numerous	 phases	 of	 data	 collection,	 data	 analysis	 and	 fine-tuning	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1997).	Although	theory	building	is	often	the	stated	goal	of	using	grounded	 theory,	 the	method	 is	 also	 useful	 for	 exploring	 any	 concept	 that	 has	 not	 been	sufficiently	studied.	
Open	Coding		 The	method	 of	 grounded	 theory	 generally	 begins	with	 open	 coding.	 Open	 Coding	includes	 labeling	 concepts,	 defining	 and	 developing	 categories	 based	 on	 their	 properties	and	dimensions	(Khandkar,	2009).		Ultimately,	the	goal	of	open	coding	is	to	categorize	the	data	 into	 to	 smaller	 subsets	 so	 that	 those	 categories	 can	 be	 further	 examined	 to	 find	properties	that	typify	the	subsets	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1998).	





Coding	Scheme		 The	 coding	 was	 devised	 by	 using	 a	 similar	 case	 of	 police	 brutality,	 the	 shooting	death	of	17-year-old	LaQuan	McDonald	by	the	Chicago	Police	Department	on	October	20,	2014.	 Comments	 from	 Youtube.com,	 MSNBC.com	 and	 NYTimes.com	 were	 collected	 and	analyzed	 to	 find	 prevalent	 themes	 discussed	within	 the	 comments	 across	 all	 sites.	 From	these	comments	16	separate	categories	were	developed;	support	or	defense	of	the	actions	of	the	police	officer,	support	of	defense	of	the	actions	of	civilian,	criticism	of	the	actions	of	the	law	enforcement,	criticism	of	the	actions	of	the	civilian,	questions	about	content,	claims	that	the	video	is	fake	or	staged,	alleged	corruption	of	law	enforcement,	alleged	criminality	of	 civilians	 or	 a	 particular	 group	 of	 civilians,	 government	 or	 political	 agendas	 and	 rants	against	 specific	 political	 parties	 or	 figures,	 references	 to	 other	 shootings	 or	 shooting	victims,	 conspiracy	 theories	 about	 the	 purpose	 the	 shooting	 or	 video	 such	 as	 race	wars,	racial	 slurs	 about	 the	victims	or	 law	enforcement	officers	 in	 the	video,	non-racial	 insults	about	 the	 victims	 or	 law	 enforcement	 officer	 in	 the	 video,	 religious	 proclamations	 or	prayers,	advertisements	or	solicitations	not	related	to	the	video	and	other.		




the	 total	number	of	 times	 the	 theme	appeared	added	up	 to	 represent	a	 raw	count	of	 the	frequency	of	each	theme	relative	to	each	respective	video	and	platform.		A	full	explanation	of	the	coding	categories	and	the	coding	instructions	is	available	Appendix	B.	






Research	Questions		 A	total	of	11,495	comments	were	available	across	all	three	platforms.	YouTube.com	that	had	the	largest	number	of	comments	(n=5,245)	and	the	death	of	Eric	Garner	was	the	incident	 that	 generated	 the	 most	 comments	 (n=	 4305).	 Comments	 left	 on	 NYTimes.com	were	 the	 longest	 by	 word	 count	 	 (M=119.12,	 SD=37.7).	 NYTimes.com	 also	 had	 the	 most	active	comment	section	with	an	average	of	2,135	comments	per	day.	Youtube.com	had	the	shortest	 comments	 (M=27,	 SD=9.14).	 MSNBC.com	 had	 the	 least	 active	 comment	 section	with	an	average	of	663	comments	per	day.	The	amount	of	comments	per	case	by	platform	varied	greatly.	The	Eric	Garner	 case	generated	 the	most	 comments	on	NYTimes.com	and	MSNBC.com	 (n=2843;	 n=859).	 The	 Walter	 Scott	 case	 generated	 the	 most	 comments	 on	YouTube.com	(N=2713).			 A	total	of	2,193	comments	were	analyzed	from	all	three	platforms	for	the	presence	and	 absence	 of	 6	 topic	 categories	 and	 16	 thematic	 subcategories.	 These	 categories	 and	subcategories	are	as	follows;	






• Slurs	 or	 insults	 (racial	 slurs	 about	 the	 victims	 or	 law	 enforcement	 officers	 in	 the	video,	non-racial	insults	about	the	victims	or	law	enforcement	officer	in	the	video),	
• Religious	proclamations	or	prayers,	
• Advertisements	or	solicitations	not	related	to	the	video	
• Other		 The	coding	categories	were	devised	by	using	a	similar	case	of	police	brutality,	 the	shooting	 death	 of	 17-year-old	 LaQuan	 McDonald	 by	 the	 Chicago	 Police	 Department	 on	October	 20,	 2014.	 Comments	 from	 Youtube.com,	 MSNBC.com	 and	 NYTimes.com	 were	collected	and	analyzed	to	find	prevalent	themes	discussed	within	the	comments	across	all	sites	to	determine	what	would	be	the	coding	categories.			 The	first	research	question	asked,	“What	are	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	comment	sections	of	videos	featuring	instances	police	brutality	on	the	website	of	the	New	York	Times?”		




	 The	 second	 research	 question	 asked,	 “What	 are	 the	 general	 thematic	 topics	discussed	 within	 the	 comment	 sections	 of	 videos	 featuring	 instances	 of	 alleged	 police	brutality	on	the	website	of	MSNBC?”	





	 The	third	research	question	asked,	“What	are	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	comment	section	of	videos	featuring	instances	of	alleged	police	brutality	on	the	website	YouTube?”	The	topics	most	likely	to	be	discussed	by	commenters	on	YouTube.com	were	alleged	criminality/criticism	of	the	African	American	community	(12.8%),	criticism	of	the	action	of	the	victim	(12.1%),	criticism	of	the	actions	of	the	officer	(11.4%)	and	alleged	corruption	in	law	enforcement	(11.1%).		 A	 chi-square	 test	 was	 conducted	 to	 determine	 if	 certain	 categorical	 topics	 were	indeed	 more	 prevalent	 YouTube.com.	 The	 results	 showed	 that	 commenters	 on	YouTube.com	were	most	 likely	 to	 discuss	 the	 actual	 content	 of	 the	 video	 itself,	 X2	 (5,	n=	926)	=	779.39,	p	<	0.0001.		 The	 fourth	research	question	asked;	 “Are	certain	 thematic	 topics	discussed	within	the	comment	sections	of	videos	 featuring	 instances	of	alleged	police	brutality	more	often	than	others	across	all	platforms?”		 Across	 all	 three	 platforms,	 the	 most	 commonly	 discussed	 topic	 was	 the	 overall	behavior	of	the	interactants	in	the	videos	and	the	contents	of	the	video	itself	(43.7%).		Table	1.2	Comments	by	platform	and	incident	




theme	discussed	by	commenters	on	all	three	platforms	was	comments	about	the	behavior	of	the	interactants	in	the	videos.	X2	(15,	n=	2193)	1698.95,	p	<0.0001.		 The	fifth	research	question	asked:	Do	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	 comment	 sections	 of	 videos	 featuring	 instances	 of	 alleged	 police	 brutality	 vary	according	to	the	particular	instance	of	alleged	police	brutality?		 Regarding	the	Tamir	Rice	case,	the	most	frequently	discussed	topic	was	criticism	of	the	 action	 of	 the	 law	 enforcement	 officer	 (28.2%).	 	 The	most	 common	 theme	 discussed	regarding	 the	Walter	Scott	 case	was	alleged	corruption	of	 law	enforcement	 (31.2%).	The	most	common	theme	discussed	regarding	the	Eric	Garner	case	was	criticism	of	the	actions	of	civilian	(29.4%		 A	 chi-square	 test	 was	 conducted	 to	 compare	 the	 most	 commonly	 discussed	categories	in	respect	to	the	particular	instance	of	police	brutality.	The	most	common	theme	discussed	 regarding	 the	 Tamir	 Rice	 case	 was	 Criticism	 of	 the	 actions	 of	 officer	 or	 law	enforcement	X2	(15,	n=610)	295.29,	p	<	0.0001.	
	 The	 most	 common	 theme	 discussed	 regarding	 the	Walter	 Scott	 case	 was	 alleged	corruption	of	law	enforcement	X2	(15,	n=795)	71.4152,	p	<	0.0001	and	the	most	discussed	theme	regarding	the	Eric	Garner	case	was	Criticism	of	the	actions	of	civilian	X2	(15,	n=788)	37.5165,	p	<	0.00001.	

















analyzed,	 they	 seemed	 to	 attempt	 to	 be	 well-elaborated	 argument	 about	 the	 prevailing	issues	surrounding	police	brutality.			 Here	are	examples	of	what	a	typical	NYTimes.com	comments	featured	in	both	length	and	content,	 	 As	 a	 resident	 of	 the	 greater	 Cleveland	 area	 I	 have	 observed	 this	
case	with	much	interest.	Indeed,	it	was	a	"perfect	storm"	of	events	that	led	
to	this	tragic	killing.	I	am	befuddled	as	to	why	police	officers	would	drive	
up	 to	within	 feet	of	 this	 young	man	and	almost	 immediately	 commence	
firing.	Would	it	not	be	prudent	to	stop	the	car	say	one	hundred	feet	away	
and	 order	 the	 gun	 to	 be	 thrown	 on	 the	 ground?	 The	 grand	 jury	 and	
Prosecuter	 McNty	 had	 a	 tough	 job;	 however	 it	 appears	 as	 though	
Cuyahoga	 County	 Prosecuter	 McGinty	 "steered"	 the	 jury	 allowing	 the	
police	 officers	 to	 testify	 before	 the	 grand	 jury.	 I	 believe	 this	 is	 most	
unusual	 since	 their	 task	 is	 to	examine	 the	 facts	 to	determine	whether	a	




Why	 exactly	 did	 this	 situation	 necessitate	 that	 the	 officer	make	 a	 "split	












standards	to	be	published.	Thus,	it	appears	that	NYTimes.com	commenters	are	assimilating	to	community	expectations	and	attempting	to	add	to	the	discussion	in	a	meaningful	way	to	ensure	that	their	opinions	will	be	published.	The	publication	of	a	user’s	comments	seems	to	validate	 both	 the	 opinion	of	 the	user	 and	 the	user	 themselves	 by	 signaling	 that	 they	 are	worthy	of	inclusion	in	a	conversation	that	is	decidedly	exclusive.		
RQ2:	What	are	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	comment	sections	of	
videos	featuring	instances	of	alleged	police	brutality	on	the	website	of	MSNBC?	
	 Commenters	 who	 discussed	 the	 incidents	 on	 MSNBC.com	 were	 most	 likely	 to	discuss	the	topics	that	related	directly	to	the	behavior	of	the	interactants	in	the	video.		Most	of	 the	 comments	on	MSNBC.com	were	 focused	on	 the	actions	and	 reactions	of	 the	police	officer	and	the	civilian.			 Overall,	 MSNBC	 had	 fewer	 comments	 than	 all	 the	 platforms	 compared.	 It	 is	 not	completely	 clear	 why	 MSNBC.com	 had	 significantly	 less	 conversation	 that	 the	 other	websites.	The	platform	seems	to	promote	and	encourage	participation	from	its	community	members	and	the	platform	itself	is	relatively	popular	compared	to	similar	websites.	There	are	two	possible	characteristics	possible	of	the	MSNBC.com	community	that	may	cause	this	general	lack	of	participation.	One	is	the	seemingly	large	amount	of	supporters	of	the	police	officers	 that	 tend	 to	 frequent	 the	 community,	 which	 may	 make	 people	 with	 dissenting	opinion	 reluctant	 to	post.	One	user	posted	 such	a	 comment	underneath	 the	Walter	 Scott	video;	
This	is	why	I	dont	engage	with	certain	trolls,	all	our	regulars	take	
the	 cop	 side	 no	 matter	 what,	 and	 they	 all	 dismiss	 the	 obvious	
mistrust	 between	 the	 people	 and	 the	 police.	 Conservative	





	 This	comment	supports	the	notion	that	the	spiral	of	silence	will	cause	people	with	unpopular	opinions	to	not	share	them.	In	this	case	there	appears	to	be	frustration	related	to	the	lack	of	open	debate,	rather	than	fear	of	isolation	that	makes	the	commenter	not	want	to	 participate.	 This	 suggests	 that	 some	 seek	 out	 comment	 sections	 to	 have	 reasonable	discussions	 about	 incidents	 even	with	 dissenting	 opinions	 as	 long	 as	 those	 opinions	 are	logically	 based.	 If	 the	 community	 does	 not	 support	 such	 discussion	 they	may	 shy	 away	participation,	not	because	of	the	opinions	shared,	but	because	the	culture	of	the	community	does	not	fulfill	their	needs.			 Another	 characteristic	 of	 the	 MSNBC.com	 community	 that	 may	 suppress	participation	 is	 that	within	 the	 larger	MSNBC.com	community	 there	 are	 groups	 in	which	users	can	post.	There	may	be	multiple	groups	present	within	the	comment	section	of	any	one	article,	thereby	dividing	the	conversation	into	sections	that	do	not	overlap.	This	differs	from	 the	 other	 platforms	 that	 allow	 for	 one	 large	 free	 flowing	 conversation.	Overall,	 the	MSNBC.com	community	is	more	difficult	navigate	compared	to	the	other	platforms	and	this	may	have	affected	user	participation.		
RQ3:	What	are	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	comment	section	of	




	 Youtube.com	 comments	 also	 featured	 a	 larger	 percentage	 of	 comments	 that	contained	 racial	 slurs	 and	 insults	 about	 African	 Americans	 and	 the	 law	 enforcement	communities.			 Youtube.com	is	unique	in	that	it	requires	registration	that	is	tied	to	larger	Internet	identity	 through	Google.	 	However,	 it	 is	 very	 easy	 to	 establish	multiple	 Google	 accounts.	This	 gives	 the	 user	 the	 ability	 to	 still	maintain	 anonymity	 if	 that	 is	 something	 that	 they	strongly	desire.			 Although	 it	 may	 seem	 counterintuitive	 that	 the	 seemingly	 most	 inflammatory	 or	divisive	comments	are	posted	on	the	platform	that	potentially	has	the	least	anonymity,	this	finding	 is	 actually	 explained	 by	 the	 spiral	 of	 silence	 theory.	 Spiral	 of	 silence	 posits	 that	when	a	divisive	topic	is	discussed,	people	who	feel	that	their	opinion	is	unpopular	will	be	less	likely	to	voice	that	opinion,	however	if	a	person	feels	very	strongly	about	their	opinion	the	spiral	of	silence	no	longer	has	an	effect	and	they	will	voice	it	(Noelle-Neumann,	Liu,	&	Fahmy;	 Schulz,	&	Roessler).	 Thus	 the	participation	of	 these	 individuals	may	be	 linked	 to	how	strongly	they	feel	about	the	topic,	with	the	reduced	anonymity	not	having	an	effect	on	what	 the	 user	 choses	 to	 post.	 This	may	 have	 an	 effect	 on	 the	 topics	 that	 are	 discussed,	however	more	research	would	be	necessary	to	decide	how	the	decreased	anonymity	has	an	effect	of	what	Youtube.com	viewers	post	related	to	police	brutality	videos.			
RQ4:	Are	 certain	 thematic	 topics	 discussed	within	 the	 comment	 sections	 of	 videos	
featuring	 instances	 of	 alleged	 police	 brutality	 more	 often	 than	 others	 across	 all	
platforms?	




users	 made	 comments	 directly	 related	 to	 the	 behavior	 of	 either	 the	 victim	 or	 the	 law	enforcement	officer.	On	each	MSNBC.com	(55.3)	and	YouTube.com	(34.3)	these	behavioral	categories	 had	 the	 highest	 proportion	 of	 comments.	 On	 NYTimes.com,	 the	 behavior	categories	were	 the	 second	 after	 social	 issues	 (37.1	 and	47.5).	 A	 chi-square	 test	 showed	that	there	was	no	significant	difference	across	platforms	(1.6863.		p	=	.430361).		 This	 suggests	 that	 many	 commenters	 actually	 watch	 the	 videos	 and	 perhaps,	reserve	judgment	until	they	have	attempted	to	gather	some	kind	of	impartial	information	regarding	what	happened	 in	 the	 interaction	 and	 then	 comment.	This	 suggests	 the	use	of	systematic	 processing	 of	 the	 video	 using	 primarily	 the	 content	 of	 the	 video	 to	 judge	 the	interaction.	This	contrasts	with	comments	regarding	the	larger	social	issues	that	surround	the	 incidents.	Although	 these	 issues	are	relevant	 they	are	not	directly	 tied	 to	 the	specific	events	in	each	video.	Thus	these	comments	may	be	the	result	of	heuristic	processing,	with	commenters	relying	upon	the	larger	social	issues	and	viewing	the	videos	through	the	lens	of	their	established	feelings	about	those	issues.		
RQ5:	Do	the	general	thematic	topics	discussed	within	the	comment	sections	of	videos	
featuring	 instances	 of	 alleged	 police	 brutality	 vary	 according	 to	 the	 particular	
instance	of	alleged	police	brutality?	




officer’s	 actions.	The	most	 common	 theme	discussed	 regarding	 the	Eric	Garner	 case	was	criticism	of	the	actions	of	civilian	(29.4%).			 Of	 the	 three	 cases	 evaluated,	 the	 Walter	 Scott	 case	 was	 arguably	 the	 least	ambiguous.	Scott	was	killed	while	retreating	and	there	was	clear	evidence	that	the	police	officer	attempted	to	conceal	his	misconduct.	The	behavior	of	the	officer	during	and	directly	after	the	shooting	seemed	to	make	the	largest	impact	on	commenters.	The	Scott	case	was	also	the	only	case	that	resulting	 in	 immediate	criminal	charges	being	brought	against	 the	officer.	The	lack	of	ambiguity	and	the	legal	condemnation	of	the	police	officer’s	action	may	have	 led	 to	 commenters	 forgoing	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 video	 itself,	 since	 essentially	 the	matter	 was	 closed.	 Here,	 a	 YouTube.com	 commenter	 discusses	 how	 the	 Scott’s	 own	criminal	behavior	 the	general	dysfunction	of	 the	African	American	community	ultimately	led	to	his	demise;		
All	of	this	could	have	been	avoided	if	walter	scott	paid	his	child	support.	
why	 the	 fuck	 do	 blacks	 have	 so	 many	 children?	 and	 then	 the	 men	




	 	 	 -	
		 Here	 another	 YouTube.com	 commenter	 discusses	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	Walter	Scott	case	and	the	Michael	Brown	shooting	and	suggests	that	pervasive	issues	with	law	enforcement	culture	are	to	blame	for	the	incidents,	
	




fake	 News	 organizations	 would	 be	 calling	 him	 a	 hero.	 Just	 like	 in	
Ferguson.	I've	never	heard	a	good	excuse	to	shoot	a	lethal	weapon	at	an	




your	 job	 is	 to	 protect	 ppl	 not	 murder	 them.	 If	 anyone	 else	 shot	 an	
unarmed	person	they	would	be	in	jail	for	murder	but	police	are	somehow	
held	to	lower	standards	than	the	average	citizen	&	cops	always	seem	to	
blame	 their	 training,	 which	 is	 a	 great	 excuse	 if	 you're	 a	 dog	 but	 since	
you're	a	human	being	with	logic	you	don't	get	to	use	the	same	excuse	I'd	
use	for	my	dog	if	he	bit	someone.	Police	are	supposed	to	risk	their	lives	to	
protect	us	&	yet	you're	way	more	likely	to	be	shot	by	a	cop	than	anyone			 Conversely,	 both	 the	 Tamir	 Rice	 and	 Eric	 Garner	 cases	 eventually	 resulted	 in	 no	criminal	 charges	after	 several	months	of	media	 coverage.	Thus,	 the	unresolved	nature	of	these	cases	may	have	led	to	more	attention	and	debate	being	focused	on	the	propriety	of	the	actions	of	the	individuals	as	opposed	to	the	possible	social	issues	that	may	cause	such	incidents.		
RQ6:	Do	the	topics	discussed	by	comments	differ	depending	upon	how	the	victim	in	
each	video	died?		
	 Both	Tamir	Rice	and	Walter	Scott	died	as	a	result	of	gunshot	wounds.	Eric	Garner	died	as	a	result	of	asphyxiation	from	a	chokehold.	 	The	videos	featuring	gun	violence	had	more	comments	related	to	the	general	actions	of	the	police	officer.	Many	of	the	comments	that	the	actions	of	the	officer	referenced	weapons	training	or	responsibility,	however,	the	comments	regarding	Eric	Garner	focused	more	on	the	actions	of	the	victim	and	the	larger	culture	of	law	enforcement.			 Here	 are	 two	 comments	 discussing	 issues	with	 law	 enforcement	 preparation	 and	training	and	how	that	lack	of	training	led	to	the	shooting	of	Rice.		
	
JUST	 LOOK	 HOW	 CLOSE	 THE	 COPS	 PULLED	 UP	 TO	 THIS	 PERSON	
THAT	 THEY	 SAY,THEY	 THOUGHT	 HE	 HAD	 A	 REAL	 GUN	
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!	 This	 ain't	 brain	 surgery	 ,if	 the	 cops	 honestly	
thought	that	the	gun	was	real	............WHY	THE	HELL	WOULD	THEY	









killed	 both	 of	 those	 cops.	 They	 drove	 right	 up	 to	 an	 armed	




Purely	 coincidence	 that	 this	 cop	 &	 the	 cop	 in	 Ferguson	 had	 the	
same	excuse.	"he	went	for	my	weapon".	He	had	a	nightstick,	mace,	
&	 a	 taser,	 all	 non	 lethal,	 but	 he	 chose	 to	 murder	 that	 guy	 just	
because	he	didn't	want	to	run	after	him,	if	it	wasn't	on	camera	he	
would	of	gotten	away	with	it,	&	fake	News	organizations	would	be	
calling	him	a	hero.	 Just	 like	 in	Ferguson.	 I've	never	heard	a	good	
excuse	 to	 shoot	 a	 lethal	weapon	at	 an	unarmed	person	probably	




their	 training,	 which	 is	 a	 great	 excuse	 if	 you're	 a	 dog	 but	 since	













	 A	chi-square	 test	was	conducted	 to	compare	 the	 themes	discussed	and	 the	results	showed	that	there	was	a	statistically	significant	relationship	between	the	case	that	ended	with	criminal	charges	and	the	cases	that	did	not	X2	(15,	n=1398)	352.24,	p	<0.0001.			 As	 previously	 noted,	 the	Walter	 Scott	 case	 gained	 national	 attention	when	 it	was	discovered	 that	 the	 police	 officer	 involved	 had	 lied	 about	 his	 actions	 during	 the	confrontation.	 The	 shooting	 took	 place	 April	 4,	 2015.	 The	 video	 that	 prompted	 the	investigation	was	released	April	5,	and	Slager	was	arrested	and	charged	on	April	7,	which	is	also	the	date	that	 the	story	was	published	by	CNN.com	and	NYTimes.com,	amongst	other	national	publications.	The	story	was	 initially	 featured	on	national	 television	broadcast	on	April	7,	as	well.	(Vanderbilt	Archive,	2016)	Therefore,	he	had	been	legally	held	accountable	when	most	people	learned	about	the	incident.	In	both	the	Tamir	Rice	and	Eric	Garner	case,	the	public	was	engaged	as	the	investigation	was	occurring	and	this	may	have	has	an	impact	on	 what	 commenters	 chose	 to	 discuss.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 results	 suggest	 that	 the	uncertainty	of	what	the	outcome	would	be	encouraged	the	conversation	topics	rather	that	the	outcome	itself.		In	other	words,	since	the	authorities	had	not	yet	decided	whether	or	not	the	 police	 officer	 was	 wrong,	 the	 public	 was	 left	 with	 more	 room	 to	 speculate	 about	incident.	
RQ8:	 Which	 incident	 and	 platform	 featured	 the	 most	 comments	 containing	 racial	




on	neither	MSNBC.com	nor	NYTimes.com,	a	more	comprehensive	statistical	test	could	not	be	performed	to	determine	the	significance	of	this	finding.			 This	finding	is	probably	the	result	of	the	considerably	more	lax	moderation	policies	of	YouTube.com	compared	to	the	other	platforms	studied	as	opposed	to	being	the	result	of	YouTube.com	commenters	being	inherently	more	likely	to	use	racial	slurs.	In	essence,	since	YouTube.com	 allows	 the	 use	 of	 such	 language,	 it	 appears	 more	 often.	 However,	 it	 is	possible	 that	 people	 wishing	 to	 use	 such	 language	 may	 go	 to	 YouTube.com	 to	 express	themselves	in	a	way	that	is	not	allowed	on	other	platforms.	








	 NYTimes.com	intentionally	uses	moderation	policies	that	strongly	control	 the	kind	of	conversations	that	take	place,	providing	what	seems	to	be	a	“safe	space”	for	thoughtful	discussion	regarding	current	events.	Since	there	is	no	way	to	know	what	comments	are	not	permitted	 to	be	published	or	how	fair	 the	policies	are	applied,	 it	 is	difficult	 to	determine	how	 much	 of	 an	 effect	 these	 policies	 actually	 have	 on	 the	 content	 that	 is	 posted	 by	community	members.			 Conversely,	 YouTube.com	 depends	 largely	 on	 self-moderation	 and	 expects	 the	community	 itself	 to	 determine	 what	 it	 appropriate	 participation.	 Further	 study	 of	 the	actual	 content	 of	 the	 comments	 is	 necessary	 to	 determine	 if	 there	 is	 a	 true	 relationship	between	moderation	policies	and	the	kind	of	the	comments	that	are	actually	left.	
Framing	the	Conversation	




how	user	 generated	 conversations	 develop	 chronologically	 and	 to	 determine	 if	 the	 prior	themes	discussed	influence	the	subsequent	discussion.		
Implications	For	Future	Research	




better,	 there	 is	a	 thin	 line	that	 the	researcher	must	not	cross	to	ensure	that	conversation	develops	 organically.	 Conversely,	 a	 researcher	 could	 attempt	 to	 intentionally	 guide	conversation	 in	 a	 particular	 direction	 to	 measure	 how	 user	 respond	 to	 provocative	comments	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 community	 responds	 to	 potentially	disruptive	behavior.		 From	 an	 experimental	 approach,	 it	may	 be	 possible	 to	 design	 an	 experiment	 that	gives	participants	stimuli	and	allows	them	to	participate	in	an	online	discussion	by	leaving	a	comment	and	then	later	asking	them	why	they	commented	in	the	nature	that	they	did.		
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